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Folk art among the people

Xu Jiang, President, China Academy of Art

Ancient Chinese cultural tradition has been passed down from generation to generation throughout
the ages. In some instances, folklore manifested in religion. Humans derived teachings from the
religion, which were then further passed along throughout the generations. In other instances, folklore
manifested in the creation of material objects, in which case the objects were meticulously rendered and
beautifully crafted. The craft of material objects was likewise passed down according to specific rules

and principles.

For the Chinese, the created object has always embodied two unique qualities: our country has emphasized
politics, education, literature and theory while de-emphasizing the creating of object. As a result, various
fine skills and crafts have survived mainly among the people. Traditionally, literati looked down on
folk art and never deigned to take note of the exquisite details of the art. Occasionally, a literati who
fancied to do so might jot down a few words about such arts and crafts, but never anything substantial.
Therefore, traditional arts and crafts have survived mainly by word of mouth, transferred from master to
apprentice. For various reasons, secrets of the trade were often lost forever. This situation has proven to
be great fodder and the stuff of legends, as evidenced by all the television dramas and novels with plots

that revolve around lost or stolen trade secrets.

Occasionally, someone with profound knowledge and insight about the craft, in addition to the ability to
write, will take down some important records in order to preserve secrets of the trade. These records are
usually concise but rich and comprehensive, covering a wide spectrum on the topic. One fine example
is Xiu Shi Lu, written during the Ming Dynasty by Huang Cheng of Pingsha and with commentary by
Yang Ming of Xitang. Both author and commentator were lacquer artists and therefore very familiar
and knowledgeable about the craft. They made astute and comprehensive points. Further, they were
influence by traditional Confucian principles, meaning that their writings corresponded with the logic
and theories of yin and yang and the five elements. Xiu Shi Lu is divided into two parts, gian and kun,
while yin and yang serve as the backbone of the volumes. The book goes over the use, application,
various problems, traits and qualities of lacquer. Within the book, the skill and artistry involved in

creating lacquer art is always written in a broad, worldly sense. The writers’ application of examples and
003
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logic borrowed from the four seasons and five elements make for profound meanings but simple terms.
This format was accessible to beginners of the craft but also reminded readers to return to a natural way
of thought and the true essence of art making. Oftentimes people criticize the diction of such traditional
documentation as excessively illusory and obtuse. But our ancestors relied on gian kun and the five
elements as logical backbones; such logic enabled people to make comparisons or imagine the past
in ways that that produced a better understanding. In this way, art could be described in both exquisite
and accessible terms; the art was placed into a unique atmosphere while also revealing the secrets of
nature. If all this seems illusory, it is only because the modern person places too much emphasis on the

readymade to be able to comprehend China’s traditional cultural development model.

Folk art belongs to the realm of folklore and yet traditional documentation of folk art emphasizes the
logic of yin and yang and similar philosophies. The survival of folk art has always been contingent upon
a given environment. In an era of globalization, the real challenge of preserving a folk art lies in the
vicissitudes and disappearance of the lifestyles that demand folk art and traditionally created objects. For
example, lacquer painted art is widespread throughout the traditional central Fujian city of Fuzhou, From
dried fruit serving platters and dowry chests to things that are placed on the surface and stashed away in
boudoirs, lacquer painted has always been the most treasured. Consequently, prior to the 1970s, lacquer
art was a major industry in Fuzhou. In my home, there is a black-bottomed, red-lacquered plate. That red
always seems to contain some depth of variation, as if permanently coated by a layer of vegetable oil. On
scorching southern summer days when all one senses is the arid sunlight accompanied by the sound of
chirping cicadas, the sight of that red truly puts one’s mind at peace. And each New Year, the same festive
red adorns the coffee table. Whenever I discuss the way lacquer is applied, I am reminded of Xiu Shi Lu:
“Paint black, then red; paint vermilion, then yellow; with a natural appearance; and elegant taste.” But in
a day and age in which everything is made of plastic and reinforced steel, can such passionate emotional
attachment and interest exist? If not, how are we to present the abundant demands that make it possible
for artisan and tradition to spread and pass on? Last year I visited the ancient water town of Wuzhen. In
the middle of the ancient town were the traditional workshops and shop fronts with blacksmiths, bamboo
workers, printers and dyers, wine makers, etc. The workers in the shops were all old. I learned that young

people no longer learn these skills because they are not needed in today’s world, In fact, it is merely to



keep up appearances for the benefit of tourism. In reality, although Wuzhen is renowned, no one lives
there. Villagers of ancient towns long ago relocated to more convenient “modern” residential areas.
Ancient river towns relied on water for subsistence, but that way of life no longer exists. How much

longer can the poetic sentiment of the architecture and ecology of such places survive?

Therefore, the revival of folk art should first involve “recreating the native country and rebuilding place.”
The native country and place referred to here embodies a deep-rooted way of life while allowing that way
of life to exist amidst contemporary daily life; it possesses a unique affection for one’s native place and
allows for this affection to intermingle with the complexities of the contemporary world; it has both the
archaic and simple qualities of traditional, exquisitely created objects, and allows these characteristics
to empathize with the demands of contemporary trends; it allows folk art to attain the subtle climate that
animates the earth, inhabit beautiful materials, and glorify tradition, while also imbuing the tradition
with a sense of timelessness, fine craftsmanship, and natural essence. Obviously, when we speak of
“recreating” and “rebuilding,” I am not referring to a simple return to the past, but rather a reasonable
rebuilding along the natural course of nature. This is not a blind and tenacious defense of regionalism; it
should be a departure from the “present place” to “recreate from the present position.” Only in this way

can we feel the essence of the survival and revival of folk art.

The story of Odysseus was so inspiring that people were compelled to narrate his ten-year journey home.
During the years he is away from his kingdom, Odysseus’ wife Penelope weaves his funeral garments
as a way to ward off suitors (she promises she will marry one when she finishes). Every morning, she
weaves, and every evening, she takes apart what she has weaved. This process of perpetual disassembling
and re-weaving is precisely the traditional process of torch passing. Taking it a step further, it scems
like a metaphor for some form of “recreating the native country.” Undoubtedly, Odysseus’ journey
and Penelope’s weaving compose a story of cultural survival and revival, and leaves us with eternal

inspiration and reflection.

Written from a three windowed loft in Nanshan on December 20, 2008.
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Sensibility and Inspiration of the East

Pi Daojian ,Critic and Professor, South Normal University, College of Fine Arts

008

Beginning in the mid 1990s, I became very interested in artists who make use of traditional mediums,
such as ink-wash, ceramics, and raw resin, for their artistic creation. This enthusiasm for their artwork
has allowed me to understand the conflict, or clash, between the use of traditional materials and
contemporary art concepts, as well as the feelings artists experience during the creative process. After
closely observing this art for over a decade, I have become aware that this clash has actually created
an unprecedented art form. Among the multitude of excellent artworks that have employed traditional
mediums, 1 found many instances of artistic expression that are polar opposites of pure, westernized,
modern and contemporary art. These not only overflow with a contemporary cultural sentiment, more

importantly, to my eyes, they reveal a sense of self-awareness and confidence born of Oriental culture.

As these works were created using traditional mediums, the spirit of our traditional culture is therefore
preserved. This spiritual quality is an amalgam of our language, culture, history, beliefs, and values for
the past thousands of years. However, the process of modernity that began in the 20th century and the
globalization that followed in its wake, have caused some people discard that Oriental culture of which
we had once been so proud. Blinded by the dazzling halo of Western modernity and material civilization
they have lost faith in their own Eastern tradition. They fail to perceive that for many centuries ancient
Oriental culture has been under assault from Western modernism, but now a change is under way, and a
new cultural era of multiple, interactive, interweaving, and convergent art forms is approaching. With
this in mind, 1 believe we should pay more attention to artists who employ traditional art material in
their creative work. Art material is an essential component of the creative process, but it is not the
materials or tools alone that transform one’s art into a tangible object (externalize). Rather, they are the
spiritual tools of artistic idiom when the artists are engaged in creative endeavor. The artistic medium
becomes the flesh-and-blood connection between the spiritual world envisioned by the artist during his
creative process, and the outside world. They not only spur people to creative activity, but they also
inspire spiritual values. There is no doubt that when artists employ traditional material in their creative

work, they cannot help opening a dialogue between themselves and tradition. In this manner, they are



able to feel the core value of traditional art, which is significant in the construction of a multi-culture,

complementary, and interactive new world culture.

My love and enthusiasm for the 7,000 year-old Chinese lacquer art must have something to do with my
experience in writing my two books, Chu Art History, and A Pictorial Collection of Chu Art Objects.
The lacquer objects from the period of Warring Kingdoms are the accretion of wisdom and genius of
our people. They made me realize that in a modern society where digital photos rule, the only way for
people to stay grounded in their everyday life and avoid being smothered by the overwhelming tide of
industrial reproductions, is to recognize and hold on to that certain “hand-made” quality found in those
artifacts, which are thousands of years old and form part of their cultural heritage. This way, they are
able to retain the right to “lead a poetic life”. Natural lacquer is a traditional medium developed over
thousands of years, and its application in modern life contains a different meaning than that of other
traditional mediums such as ink-wash. The reason for this is that lacquer is a natural product. The
unique skills required to produce it, and related theories of artistic application, make it an ideal medium

for connecting Man with Nature.

However, there is one fact that requires our attention. Although this traditional lacquer school has been
kept alive for thousands of years, today it has nearly died out. Some skills are in danger of extinction,
while erroneous thinking has led to the substitution or even discarding of this traditional material. It is
necessary to stress that the unique quality found in the color and texture that distinguish authentic lacquer
have nurtured our sense of aestheticism and spirituality. The use of pure lacquer and traditional skill not
only allows us to recall the rich and warm feelings we once enjoyed from traditional lacquer art, it also
enables us to once again experience a cultural recollection that has nearly faded from memory. This
attitude is not only the prerequisite for transmitting our traditional lacquer art, but is also an important
factor if we wish to keep contemporary lacquer art alive. From the standpoint of cultural renaissance, it

may even be regarded as a new starting point for Chinese contemporary art.
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The Magic of Lacquer

Chang Tsong-zung, Curator and Professor, China Academy of Art
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Among China’s indigenous crafts, lacquer is one of the most ancient; the earliest known specimen is
seven thousand years old. It is also one of the most sophisticated arts in terms of craftsmanship and
connoisseurship. But the history of ‘modern’ lacquer is brief: the art of lacquer was only constituted as an
academic discipline in the 1950s and, even so, the focus has been its potentials as a medium for painting.
This means the art of lacquer as a tradition of making wares and objects has been sadly ignored, as a
result a great deal of special knowledge has been lost through neglect in recent decades. Adding to its
decline is the introduction of chemical materials, which has debased, apart from adding confusion to, the
terms of appreciation. To address the situation, this exhibition first of all stresses the use of pure natural
lacquer, so that the aesthetics of the material may be revived. For curatorial direction we hark back to a
traditional attitude, to revere craft as an act of creation that compliments the workings of the cosmos. For
the theme *Spiritual Space’ we refer to ritual wares and sites of worship, using these as inspiration for
contemporary lacquer. Spatial forms and wares enter daily life directly, and should form the foundation
for reviving respect and love of this craft in Chinese society. Most of the artists invited to take part in
this exhibition have already won recognition as leading practitioners in the field, and their works reflect
both the current level of craftsmanship and the diverse possibilities open to lacquer in the contemporary

cultural context.

The earliest known lacquered object is a seven thousand year-old bowl excavated at Hemudu. According
to archaeological investigations, the golden age of lacquer is the seven centuries covering the Warring
States through Han dynasty (around 480BC to 220AD). During this period of exceptional intellectual
and cultural vigour, great thinkers and statesmen moved within built environment lavishly adorned with
colourful lacquer. From then until the sudden decline in the 20th century, lacquer always found itself on
the list of Chinese luxury, and each age would arrive at new ways to interpret the material. From literary
sources we know how lacquer has been the bearer of historical memory and repository of aesthetic

sensibility. As lacquer fades from daily life, this patina of cultural memory also vanishes.

For millennia lacquer-work has represented one of the high points of craftwork, as well as one of the most

expensive luxury goods. Traditionally, lacquer was always used in ritual ceremonies, and was invariably



